The striking conjunction of a double Darwin anniversary next year -200 years since his birth and 150 years since first publication of Origin of Species -is exciting interest across many institutions and organisations around the world, but the focus will inevitably be in his home country, the UK. The celebrations will be more than apt because of the ongoing resistance to his work, in spite of the huge scientific endorsement it has garnered over the years, by creationists and other opponents of evolution by natural selection.
So a welcome start was those who wished to kick off early with tributes on the 199 th anniversary of his birthday last month. The Guardian in London published a special booklet with facsimile extracts from the Origin, alongside an introduction by Darwin champion, Richard Dawkins, and commentaries, including one from evolutionary biologist Laurence Hurst.
Cambridge is gearing up for a major festival next year for one of its most distinguished undergraduates, and as a city keen to promote its intellectual support for evolutionary thinking. Darwin arrived at Cambridge University at age 18, after an unsatisfactory spell as a medical student in Edinburgh. His father wished him to become a clergyman and he was enrolled for a general degree that included mathematics and theology. But Darwin also pursued his interests in natural history and in Cambridge he found some inspirational teaching, both formal and informal, particularly by John Henslow, professor of botany, The artists are to create proposals for 'Darwin's Canopy' on what has been a panelled ceiling on the museum's mezzanine level when it was built in the 1880s. The original decorations were destroyed in the 1960s, and the room was converted to a cafeteria and the ceiling covered by polystyrene tiles, which have been removed revealing the panels, now white.
In a scheme announced last month on the anniversary of Darwin's birthday, several artists were revealed to be working on an exhibition this summer before the eventual winner and their work will be installed and unveiled next year.
"Artists and scientists have often been assumed to be completely different in their perceptions, but in fact there are many similarities, which have been brought out by working with these artists to create the ceiling," says Bob Broomfield, the project director for the museum.
The space holding the exhibition will be part of the newly opened-out mezzanine level of the museum that will hold the newly decorated ceiling, and will be known as the Darwin Room. In the other commemorative initiative, the Natural History Museum is sending 12 artists to the Galapagos Islands to help to focus the world's attention on the plight of the endangered World Heritage site, whose animals and plants are emblematic of those that helped Darwin to shape many of his ideas about evolution when he visited them on HMS Beagle in 1831.
A preliminary visit was made recently by artist Dorothy Cross and actress Fiona Shaw, who says that the archipelago is in serious peril largely because of its rampant tourism industry. "The ecology of the place has been perfectly balanced and it has only been disrupted by humankind", Shaw says.
Other artists will be visiting over the next three years of the scheme, which is supported by the Galapagos Conservation Trust. Its chief executive, Toni Darton, says that the rapid growth of tourism and population over the past 15 years has led to Unesco declaring the Galapagos officially at risk.
"We are always looking for new ways to raise public awareness of conservation and the issues that make the Galapagos as relevant to the world today as in Darwin's time," she says.
The BBC is also planning major programming to celebrate the anniversaries. A series will look at the diversity of life on earth, other programmes will look at genetics and Darwin's life and discoveries in the garden of Down House.
While much is still under wraps, it is known that David Attenborough will play a key role. Currently winning unprecedented plaudits for his current BBC series on the lives of reptiles and amphibians, Attenborough is one of Darwin's best known supporters. It was perhaps no coincidence that the series began by looking at the lives of Galapagos marine iguanas. The programmes, which mark the last in the series on all the major groups of animals on earth and have been made over more than the past two and a half decades, have been watched by hundreds of millions of viewers around the world.
Such a record gives him a unique position as a supporter of Darwin and natural selection. In a recent interview with the Radio Times, he told of the correspondents who questioned whether the beauty of hummingbirds, butterflies or roses and other such natural delights featured in the programmes did not prompt him to consider a Creator. He said he had a stock response to such people. "I tend to think of an innocent child sitting on the bank of a river in Africa, who's got a worm boring through his eye that can render him blind before he's eight. Now, presumably you think this Lord created this worm, just as he created the hummingbird."
While detractors are likely to continue to criticise evolutionary theory for their own reasons, researchers hope the range and diversity of events next year will help people realise the standing with which Darwin is held by researchers and in the wider community. "Charles Darwin's concept of evolution through natural selection is one of the most illuminating scientific ideas of all time for understanding our biosphere and humanity's place in nature. As an iconic figure, Darwin is matched only by Newton and Einstein -indeed, he has perhaps had a more pervasive influence on human culture than any other scientist," says Lord Rees, a member of the Charles Darwin Trust's advisory panel.
Celebrations: Charles Darwin will be the subject of many anniversary events next year. (Picture: Science Photo Library.)
